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Introduction 
The title of this case study reflects the aim of what came to be termed the ‘guided individual 
study time’ (GIST) project at the University of Kent – viz. to enable higher education (HE) 
students to identify their own learning needs, take support from the tutor and offer and gain 
support from each other, thereby successfully to navigate study towards the co-production of 
knowledge. Through both individual attention by the tutor and through group work, GIST 
enabled students to identify their own learning outcomes and thus improve their study skills. 
The intention, within an eleven-week semester period, was to foster students’ confidence in 
using research skills in the context of their acquired understanding of the learning outcomes 
of, and grading criteria for, the module. The project involved me, the first author, and forty-
four second- and third-year (stages 2 and 3) undergraduates; its approach advocated 
flexible, interactive learning in both lecture and seminar environments and encouraged the 
co-production of knowledge. This development of a community of practice involving both the 
students and their lecturer would, we hoped, result in a holistic and proactive student-staff 
relationship and better student engagement with academic assignments. Such an active 
learning environment would challenge the traditional didactic model prevalent in HE lecture 
delivery (Jaschik, 2018). The physical environment of the lecture theatre, with its podium and 
front-facing, tiered rows, inevitably creates a barrier between lecturer and students, inhibits 
discussion and physically defines the relationship: central character and audience. Race 
(2014) refers to students as passive listeners and notes that, in some lecture environments, 
they may even fall asleep and snore (op.cit., p.186). Though the seminars did, before this 
project, tend to be less didactic in nature than the lectures, we still sought to increase 
student participation in both and to equalise student-staff power relations (Bryson, Furlong 
and Rinaldo-Langridge, 2015). 
The rationale for the project 
The GIST project – chiefly intended to shift the emphasis from a teaching-led to a learning-
led curriculum and involving, in the co-production of knowledge, students from various 
disciplines (sociology, law, health, social care, criminology and social policy) – took place 
within an eleven-week, ‘wild card’ policy module: ‘education and training’. This module’s 
multi-discipline perspectives covered aspects of history, politics, sociology and current 
affairs; its appeal to the students, who came from a predominantly ‘widening participation’ 
background, derived from the fact that all had participated in education themselves and had 
something from their experience to contribute. Their participation as co-producers was 
pivotal to a project whose practical goal was to achieve an inclusive, active-learning 
approach that incorporated “shifts in thinking”, so that the “learning community as a whole” 
would become “an important unit of analysis” (Leach and Moon, 2000, p.395). This learning 
community – students, teachers, their relationships, contexts and pedagogy – as a unit of 
analysis was indeed our focus, because, from a learning perspective, “classrooms are 
complex social settings”, with knowledge “jointly constructed” through activity and 
collaboration (Leach and Moon, 2008, p.66). Neary (2010) strongly advocated an active and 
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collaborative methodology and his work inspired the adoption of this focused, student-
centred teaching approach.   
The project considered environment, teaching and learning styles, methods of assessment 
and dialogic feedback; it acknowledged and valued the role of students as co-producers of 
knowledge, rather than as passive recipients. It also sought to reduce student boredom and 
facilitate for me, the lecturer, a reflective examination of pedagogic practice. I was myself 
engaged with the Postgraduate Certificate in Learning and Teaching (PGCERT) in HE, 
working as a ‘student as co-producer of knowledge’ in collaboration with my tutor (the 
second author). Such a context provided a further lens to the GIST project as I extended the 
co-producer ethos to the undergraduate student teaching and learning environment. In fact, 
the GIST concept first emerged from a Friday afternoon informal learning session with the 
undergraduates involved in the project and its ethos spread to the lecture and seminar 
sessions, as we explore in further detail in the ‘project implementation’ section. 
The GIST project aimed to facilitate formative feedback opportunities for students in both 
lecture and seminar contexts, “as an integral part of the learning and feedback strategy” 
(Pokorny, 2016, p.72), and to create an environment in which “dialogue [was] rich in 
formative feedback” (Nicol and Macfarlane-Dick 2006, p.205). This aim was extended to 
summative assessments so that these, too, would focus on being student-orientated, 
ensuring that the feedback identified transferable skills to enrich the students’ learning 
experience through enhanced participation. These aims were borne out of a practice 
perspective that acknowledged the criticism often levelled at ‘summative assessment of 
students’ learning’, which often, though aiming to contribute to students’ knowledge, meets 
institutional quality requirements before it meets students’ learning needs. This project aimed 
to bring a constructive alignment between students’ participation during lectures and 
seminars, ensuring congruence with both the assessment of and for their learning (Biggs 
and Tang, 2011). The goal was to ensure that the students understood and recognised 
congruence between the learning outcomes, assessment method (two essays) and grading 
criteria. The process of developing this set of skills and knowledge involved the students, in 
collaboration with each other and the lecturer, so that they might identify gaps in their own 
study skills and make explicit what they thought were their individual learning needs. It was 
this interim activity – students voicing their academic challenges to each other and sharing 
concerns – which GIST facilitated and by which the students developed the academic 
confidence to enable them proactively to take responsibility for their development towards 
their learning (Scott, 2017). This, incidentally, also has application to a wider skills remit – 
that of critical thinking and independence (HEQC, 1996).   
On a more pragmatic and possibly more measurable dimension, the project aimed to 
increase students’ participation (not just attendance) and their achievement in summative 
assessments. Race (op.cit., p.189) notes how exam performance “worsened” dramatically 
when the level of student attendance at lectures fell. He comments that poorly-performing 
students lacked academic rigour, since they viewed uploaded PowerPoint presentations 
rather than attending – “during” the lecture, as an active participant thinker, and “after”, as a 
reader (Race used italics for emphasis). The focus of GIST was on students’ active 
participation, rather than, simply, presenteeism – a distinction noted by Race. By helping 
students to identify their individual study skill needs, we hoped that they would not only 
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participate as thinkers during the lecture and be readers after it, but also have academic 
preparedness prior to lectures and seminars. 
Overview of the GIST research methodology 
Before the project commenced, ethical permission was sought and granted by the University 
and the project’s overall methodology was a single case study (Yin, 2009; Stake, 2005). The 
structure of this case was a linear analysis as an opportunity to describe, explore and 
explain the issues found. Student contribution to the research was anonymised as a 
condition of ethical permission to proceed. Ethical permission was granted to access 
quantitative data – the overall assessment scores and attendance rates of the students – a 
process which involved looking at individual student data at the end of the project to gain an 
overall picture, but without identifying any individual student. As part of ethical permission, 
review points were planned, especially at the end of the module after summative grading, 
because students’ feedback (even anonymised) could be influenced by the existence of 
inequitable power in the lecturer-student relationship, as the lecturer would mark and grade 
their assessments.   
The methodology employed was a small-scale pilot case study locating the practitioner’s 
ontological perspective as an insider of the University rather than an outsider to it (Hanson, 
2013; Unluer, 2012). The project was heavily influenced by an approach that identified and 
valued the process of student learning and formative assessment for learning (Falchikov 
2005; Sambell et al., 2013). To a great extent, this process-valued approach is the antithesis 
of the prevailing management trends that tend to valorise measurable outcomes over 
process – a trend manifest by an assessment of learning that concentrates entirely on 
results and achievement statistics. This outcomes approach (established by New Public 
Management) can be exemplified by the practice of teaching and learning to the test with 
less emphasis on the learning process, which may not always be easily measured (Jaffee, 
2012; Ashwin, 2017). A value underpinning the project was that attention to and 
development of a students’ learning processes, rather than results and achievement 
(outcomes), are an essential scaffold for the co-production of knowledge.   
The mechanism to measure the impact of the project relied upon qualitative and quantitative 
methods, through a) direct responses from students when they formally evaluated their 
experience via the quantitative module-evaluation questionnaire and b) through qualitative 
spoken or written feedback that tended to be more informal in nature. I also maintained a 
lecturer’s narrative account of the project’s processes, in the form of a research journal to 
support the case study project (Cumming, 2009, cited in McAlpine, 2016). 
Overview of project implementation 
The approach involved an initial consultation with the students to explain the participatory 
and interactive nature of ‘students as co-producers of knowledge’. The project was explained 
to the students, with emphasis on the point that GIST had been designed to improve 
teaching and their learning experience – not to give them additional work, but to assist them 
in enjoying and owning their learning and so becoming co-producers of knowledge (Neary, 
2010). To learn by means of discussion and engagement – during lectures as well as 
seminars – the students were encouraged to contribute, speak out and share thoughts and 
connections with their other modules.   
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A weekly lecture attendance register – taken because the University required registration 
only for seminars, not lectures – tracked both attendance and achievement. As mentioned 
above, I recorded – in a research journal – a narrative account of each session, so as to 
review my practice and thus to make my teaching more effective. (Cranfield (2016) identified 
such an approach as a process complementary to that of promoting student engagement.) 
The environment of a classroom cultivated – more readily than that of a lecture theatre – 
transactional adult-to-adult communication and a culture of democracy in both teaching and 
student learning (Berne, 1981; Brookfield and Preskill, 2005; Freire and Macedo, 1999). 
Project implementation 
i) The physical environment 
The project aimed to create a proactive learning environment (Scrivener, 2012); achieving 
that entailed moving the timetabled lecture session from a lecture theatre to a classroom. 
That this allocated room had moveable desks was ideal for adjusting its physical 
environment to promote student interaction: small, forward-facing, horseshoe-shaped 
clusters around tables angled towards each other was a furniture layout that lent itself to 
student engagement, replicating the ‘circle of voices’ developed by Eduard Lindeman 
(Brookfield, 2015). 
ii) Process 
The timetable for seminars was arranged for four groups of ten students and one containing 
only four students, which was timed for a late Friday afternoon. This timetabling arrangement 
was an institutional legacy from a time when five seminar groups had to accommodate over 
ninety students undertaking the module.   
At the beginning of the first seminar, three of the four students who had been allocated the 
Friday afternoon group reported that they could not attend at this time because two worked 
in catering and had employment every Friday and one had child care responsibilities and so 
was unable to stay for the whole hour. I thus distributed all four amongst the other seminar 
groups; in any case, a seminar group of four would probably have been too small for much 
peer learning/assessment and interaction to take place and might – with the inevitable 
feeling amongst the few participants of increased pressure – have inhibited contribution 
(Race, 2014). The Friday afternoon slot thus became available as an ‘open 
workshop/tutorial/student-led seminar session’ (now called GIST) and all were welcome to 
take advantage of it. Though not in the original project plan, this provision could be overtly 
framed as 'student-led' time – students might be persuaded to see the supported space as 
an opportunity to work on their assessments, query any problems they might have, unpick 
the grading criteria, align their assessments to the learning outcomes, question me and each 
other freely and share any other academic contribution that they thought would benefit the 
group. I thus encouraged them to meet each other as study buddies outside class time so 
that they could read and prepare for the seminar. 
For the first three weeks of the module, no-one attended the Friday seminar, but I persisted 
in reminding students of it – at every opportunity: in the canteen, in the library and via e-mail 
and the virtual learning (VLE) environment, as well as during seminars and lectures. The 
timing of the Friday session was awkward for students who had employment and family 
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obligations to meet; such students also tend to belong to the widening participation cohort of 
learners (Harvey and Drew, with Smith, 2006). By week four, six students attended the 
session, two of whom had expressed concern regarding plagiarism and wanted to know 
more about its implications. From weeks seven to eleven, the session was made up of six or 
eight regular attenders (table 1) and, on the last Friday (the week before the end of the 
year), instead of lasting for one hour, it continued long after its scheduled end, with the 
students working together in pairs and threes in the computer room. 
Week number Number of students attending 
1 0 
2 0 
3 0 
4 6 
5 6 
6 6 
7 6 plus 2 latecomers 
8 8 
9 8 
10 8 
11 8 plus 2 others, who dropped in 
 
Table 1.  Student attendance at the Friday sessions 
The main concerns raised by students were conceptual discussions regarding the 
assessment essay topic (on the role of class, race and religion in education) and how this 
related to the grading criteria. The students initially felt that the grading criteria were difficult 
to unpick, but eventually said that they understood, after discussion with me and each other 
over the passing weeks (Falchikov, 2013) – particularly weeks 7-11. Students regularly 
asked and explained to each other how the module’s learning outcomes related to the essay 
and, in turn, how the best grades involved analysis (rather than description). The class, 
during this peer summative assessment feedforward (Race, 2014; Carless, 2015), also 
scrutinised the importance of reference to academic sources.   
The importance of student participation was reinforced frequently during lectures, where 
comments and thinking aloud were encouraged and welcomed and opportunities were given 
for raising issues and contributing additional resources that could be uploaded to the VLE 
using a ‘student as researcher’ model (Knight, 2002). For student mutual support, group 
work included peer assistance and idea-sharing as forms of formative learning. Following 
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Brookfield and Preskill’s (2005) advice, students’ reflections and contributions were referred 
to and built upon during lectures and seminars – either at the moment when the topic 
emerged or at the session’s conclusion. I took care to accommodate quieter, more reserved 
students or those with additional learning needs, who might choose to maintain their own 
approach to their learning – such students were not coerced into the proactive, information-
sharing, group dynamic.  
Project evaluation 
Being already familiar with the ‘study buddy’ mode of learning, the third-year students readily 
accepted it, whilst the second years, initially seeing it as a) an additional commitment they 
did not have time for and b) a threat to academic ownership of work, voiced concerns about 
workload management and plagiarism (the latter proved to be another topic that needed to 
be unpicked and resolved in both seminar and lecture environments).  
Three reviews took place during the eleven-week project and students’ contributions showed 
that they valued sharing a) advice on how to undertake internet searches for academic 
sources and b) additional journal articles for the seminar reading; they also offered me 
additional questions for inclusion in the reading pack. During the second review, one student 
made suggestions as to how to encourage other students to participate and gave 
constructive criticism about the fact that GIST, from his perspective, conflicted with other 
messages from the University. He identified a general lack of detailed guidance as to exactly 
how many references should be cited in an essay and, although he accepted the GIST ethos 
and practice (in which the student cites all the sources used), he was sure that he would, 
after this module, return to asking other lecturers what they required. When the module was 
finally evaluated after the summative graded assessment had taken place, students gave 
mainly positive feedback, including their satisfaction at: having made sense of grading 
criteria; feeling more confident about asking, if they were unsure of what they needed to do 
(Scott, 2017); and making connections in their thinking about their own life experiences and 
why they were at university. They reported being more confident about their use of 
referencing and how it fitted in with developing an argument. Some also felt that they could 
get to grips with what was required by the learning outcomes in a module (Biggs and Tang, 
2011). A few students admitted to not enjoying reading or to avoiding it, but said that, as a 
result of sharing ideas with students who did read, they felt more confident that they too, 
could read academic journals in support of their studies (Kerr and Frese, 2017). Most felt 
that I had been responsive to their learning needs, though one student made it clear at the 
end-of-module evaluation that she had not been satisfied with my advice to find in a 
published source the answer to her questions and indicated that I should have answered her 
query directly.   
Students were asked if they thought that the GIST project had assisted in building 
confidence and enhanced their academic skills. Their positive responses on their progress 
were borne out by their grades for the second assessment – due after week eleven – as they 
achieved a) higher grades then than for the first essay submitted in week seven and b) 
higher grades compared with the previous year’s cohort. After week seven, student 
attendance at seminar increased by twelve per cent. By this time, feedforward was not one-
way, from lecturer to student, but a two-way or group dialogue that involved discussion – 
especially because the students had bonded as a group. The whole approach was 
underpinned by a teaching and learning ethos of equity, enabling co-production of 
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knowledge and learning as I had to be responsive to students’ individual and group 
contributions. Students were seen by each other and by me as valid co-producers of 
knowledge who had been given the chance to have voice rather than rely solely upon the 
expertise of the lecturer (Healey, Flint and Harrington, 2016). As well as encouraging the 
development of peer student support, the role of the lecturer involved influencing students to 
be competitive with the system rather than with each other, viz. to develop a united response 
to a common challenge – in this case, understanding the grading criteria and meeting 
expected learning outcomes. To make their co-production more effective, the students 
wanted access to computers, to go through what they were working on in a manner that 
would place their outputs (rather than the tutor’s inputs) at the centre of the class. Although 
the use of computers in seminar time had not been planned, what emerged from GIST was 
that students wanted the opportunity to make use of computers to research or continue with 
their second assessment essays. This was arranged during seminar time, when sessions 
took the form of workshop-style, multi-way communication rather than the one-sided style of 
the traditional lecture or seminar. The approach contained elements of the flipped 
classroom, whereby every student is reached (Bergmann and Sams, 2014).  
The difficulty with comparing yearly lecture attendance was that only the current year’s 
attendance had been monitored and recorded by the lecturer, as it was not a requirement by 
the University. It appeared to me that a greater number of students attended the ‘lectures’ 
that took place in the seminar and computer rooms than had in previous years attended the 
equivalent sessions in the lecture theatre. This unverified, anecdotal and subjective claim of 
course cannot be substantiated and it could be argued that lecture attendance improved 
merely because the students were aware it was being measured and that seminar 
attendance improved because the groups were smaller, not as a result of any enhanced 
learning experience. I nevertheless retain my impression of this possible positive impact of 
the project. Incidentally, changing seminar rooms, during the module, for computer access 
rooms incurred administrative disapproval on account of perceived disruption to institutional 
rooming and room-use priorities. 
Throughout the eleven weeks, attendance at all seminars – when compared to that at other 
modules – increased by just under twenty per cent. Furthermore, student achievement for 
the eight regular attenders to the Friday seminar was a grade higher than their average. 
Evaluating the success of the project by grading and attendance mechanisms is problematic: 
these two measures may well be unsound success criteria because an increase or decrease 
in a student’s grade level or attendance could be attributed to a whole range of extra-project 
variables, both structural and personal and arising from a range of such negative influences 
and difficulties as finance, bereavement, friendship/relationship breakdown, housing and 
personal issues. 
Co-production and lecturer practice insights 
A couple of challenges to my prior assumptions about teaching during the GIST project 
emerged from it: 
1. My research journal noted an expectation that the students in the project would 
experience a slight change from passive to active listeners and learners (Bonwell, 
2000) – an assumption not borne out by experience of the project, for the change 
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was not ‘slight’ for them. I underestimated the impact of what proved to be a seismic 
shift in their learning habits and style.  
2. My expectation that my deliberate attempt to minimise the power dynamic and 
devolve power to the students, by describing myself to them as a ‘facilitator’, instead 
of ‘lecturer’, turned out to be naïve. Paolo Freire considers that calling yourself a 
facilitator is “a deceitful discourse”, whereby teachers are denying the pre-existing 
power dynamic between them and their students and, he says, it is more “truthful” to 
acknowledge the power dynamic so that it may be addressed (Freire and Macedo 
1999, p.47). During the GIST project, the issue of power within the lecturer/student 
relationship was acknowledged, but not fully resolved. This particular challenge to 
practice could be further developed and acted upon by means of an action research 
methodology involving students (Papadopoulou, 2011).  
Conclusion  
At the time of this project, active learning techniques and the practice of co-production were 
not clearly conceptualised, but a mish-mash of experimental teaching – of what ‘felt right’ in 
listening and responding to students’ academic needs at the time. Methodologically, the 
single case study approach had some resonance with action research (Kinsler, 2010). What 
did happen was that feedforward become a two-way dialogue during formative assessments 
and involved tutor responsiveness alongside the development of peer support (Carless, 
2015). Peer support changed relationships between students, since, as previously 
mentioned, they re-directed their previously competitive behaviour towards each other by 
joining forces to compete against the system – in this case, the grading criteria. Rather than 
viewing the class as a place for inputs by the teacher, they sought access to computers to 
place at the heart of the class the outputs of what they were working on. The resulting 
workshop-style, two-way communication and associated active learning (quite unlike the 
traditional nature of a lecture or seminar) enhanced the students’ experience – their 
confidence improved and, subsequently, so too did their grades. The whole approach was 
underpinned by a teaching and learning ethos of equity that enabled a co-production of 
knowledge and learning. The GIST project may have emerged from my social policy 
discipline perspective, but it is fair to say that the implications for practice, co-production and 
active learning techniques are worthy pedagogic practices that can transcend academic 
discipline boundaries. 
After note and implications for future practice and research 
Since the original case involving the forty-four students, as detailed in this article, a further 
refinement of the pedagogy took place in another HE institution, where GIST was 
established through the emergence of the workshop ethos of student-led teaching and 
learning. The GIST technique has also been shared with other colleagues who listen to what 
the students identify as their learning needs, which tend towards the essentially feedforward-
based learning activities that enable formative assessment. At Christ Church Canterbury 
University, GIST has yielded further positive results when compared to similar cohorts in 
previous years which were taught in a didactic lecture and lecturer-led seminar manner. The 
active learning was termed ‘guided individual student time’, because this best described 
what emerged during the original case study and has subsequently been developed, using 
in particular an action research methodology to involve both students and lecturers, working 
together in GIST workshops… but that is for another paper. 
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